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In the age of technology, the use of electronic 
devices in our day to day lives is nothing unusual.  
However, it’s use isn’t without controversy, as in 
the case of laws restricting usage while operating 
a motorized vehicle or university and professor 
policy on use during classroom activities.  
A previous study looked at student usage of 
electronic devices such as laptops, cell phones, 
and tablets in the classroom, focusing on six 
universities in the Midwestern United States 
(McCoy, 2013).  The survey found that most 
students admitted to using their devices during 
lecture, while also illuminating their opinion on its 
effect on their performance, the distraction it 
caused, and what policies professors should have 
in place regarding use.
This study sought to determine the attitudes 
held by Central Washington University students 
towards the usage of electronic devices, while also 
looking at their usage in a second area of 
contention: their cars.  Student answered 
questions about their perceptions and usage in 
both areas.  In the classroom, many students felt 
device usage had no effect on their learning.  In 
the vehicle, however, over half found it to be a 
safety threat and only a third felt it was not a 
safety threat for them to use their electronic 
devices while driving.
Introduction
• 378 participants were administered an online 
survey.
• 75% female, 25% male
• Average age of 21.9 years, with a range of 18-56
Survey Information
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Usage
56% of students say they use their electronic device at least once per lecture, with 32% using it 
more than 4 times per lecture and 10% saying they never use it during class.
For What?
• 53% check social media
• 77% are texting or sending emails
• 78% are checking the time
• Surfing the web, games, and homework for another class were the least common reasons to 
use electronic devices.
Distractions
• Most students surveyed found the use of devices to be visually distracting to them, but audio 
distractions being less common.
• Students generally reported that others using digital devices for non-classroom purposes 
provided little to no distraction to their learning.
• When asked about it’s impact on their individual learning, most noted that personally using a 
device was ‘somewhat’ distracting.
Variations in Usage Due to Lecture Type & Length
Students reported differences in device usage depending on the length of the lecture, 
engagement, and perceived difficulty, but little difference due to major versus non-major 
courses.
Effect on Learning
Of those who use devices for non-classroom purposes, 17% felt it had a negative effect on their
learning while 69% felt it had no effect.
Survey Comments & Attitudes
• Several students surveyed stated that they felt device usage is a personal choice which should 
not be regulated so long as it does not cause a distraction to other students’ learning.  
• Paraphrasing several, if their learning suffers, it is their tuition money on the line. 
• Many students felt that instructors should not interrupt class for a student using an electronic
device inappropriately as they felt this disrupted their learning even more severely.  Preferences 
were to request that the student leave class or discuss the matter with the student after lecture.
Digital Distractions in the Classroom
Usage
85% of students admit to using electronic devices while driving.  
28% say they do so multiple times per trip.
For What?
• 75% use GPS
• 62% are listening to music
• 52% are making or answering calls
• 53% are texting or sending emails
• 35% are checking the time
Perceived Influence on Performance
Of those using electronic devices while driving, 28% of all 
participants felt it has no effect.  
69%, however, stated they find it distracting.
Digital Distractions While Driving
70%
19%
11%
Effect of Lecture Length on Device 
Usage  
Yes, I use them more often in
longer lectures
No, I use them about the
same regardless of the
lecture length
I do not use electronic
devices for non-classroom
purposes
60%
29%
11%
Effect of Perceived Class Difficulty on 
Device Usage
Yes, I use them more often in
'easier' classes
No, I do not use them more
often for classes that are
'easier'/'harder' than others
I do not use electronic
devices for non-classroom
purposes
8%
73%
19%
Effect of Major Versus Non-Major 
Classes on Device Usage
Yes, I use them more often in
my major classes
Yes, I use them more often in
my non-major classes
I do not use electronic
devices for non-classroom
purposes
4%
85%
11%
Effect of Engaging Versus Dry/Boring 
Lecture Style on Device Usage
Yes, I use them more often in
lectures I find to be engaging
Yes, I use them more often in
lectures I find to be dry or
boring
I do not use electronic
devices for non-classroom
purposes
Safety Concerns
94% of respondents felt it is unsafe to use devices while in motion, but 
70% felt it was safe to use them at a stop light.
When asked if they felt these devices posed a real threat to their safety, 
most were more concerned when it was someone else:
91%
4% 5%
Is it dangerous when OTHERS use 
devices while driving?
Yes No Undecided 51%
36%
13%
Is it dangerous when YOU use 
devices while driving?
Yes No Undecided
• It is clear that electronic device usage for non-
classroom purposes is a simple matter of fact.  
• The survey answers for why they were used 
ranged the gamut from boredom to work and 
family issues.
• It is obvious that lecture type influences usage 
frequency.  
• Longer lectures and those perceived as easier 
see an increased incidence of device usage, 
while those that are more difficult or highly 
engaging will see less.  
• Many professors seek to limit device usage 
through policies set forth in their syllabi.
Discussion: In the Classroom
We particularly appreciate the assistance of our 
faculty mentor Dr. Ralf Greenwald, as well as all 
of the assistance of the Central Washington 
University Psychology department.  
Acknowledgements
• The CDC notes that in 2011 over 3,000 people 
were killed in crashes involving a driver 
distracted by an electronic device.
• Nearly 400,000 people were injured in crashes 
involving electronic devices (CDC, 2014).  
• Many states have enacted laws forbidding the 
use of these devices while operating a motorized 
vehicle. 
• Over 80% of students asked still state that they 
use their electronic devices while driving.
• While a majority did state that they felt it was a 
distraction, many of the same respondents still 
felt it had no affect on their performance while 
driving.  
• Over 90% felt that others using the devices was 
unsafe. Only 50% felt that their own use of 
devices while driving was unsafe.
• Their perception of the risks is often dependent 
on who is using the device--themselves or 
someone else.  
Discussion: While Driving
